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Executive Summary 
There is current and ongoing concern regarding the potential criminalisation of 
looked after young people. This concern has been based on recent research across 
England and Wales which has identified that young people in care are more likely to 
be criminalised than their non-looked after peers (The Howard League for Penal 
Reform, 2016), with retrospective examinations of individuals in young offenders 
institutions and prisons finding they are disproportionately more likely to have been 
care experienced (Summerfield, 2011; Carnie and Broderick, 2015; Laming, 2016). 
In Scotland, less data is available and limited research attention has been paid to the 
responses by residential childcare workers to offending behaviour.  
To address these issues, this study aimed to: gather more data about police contact 
IRURIIHQGLQJE\\RXQJSHRSOHLQFKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVHVWRH[SORUHKRZSUDFWLWLRQHUV
make, and are supported to make, the decision to involve the police in incidents; and 
to survey what formal policies are in place within each local authority to aid decision 
PDNLQJ7KLVZDVDFKLHYHGWKURXJKWKHFROODWLRQRIµSROLFHFRQWDFWGDWD¶IRU\RXQJ
people placed in local authority run chilGUHQ¶VKRXVHVRYHUDSHULRGRIVL[ months; 
completion of an online survey by house managers asking them to describe the 
policy and/or practice guidance available to staff in relation to offending behaviour 
and police contact; and interviews with 27 residential workers, across two Scottish 
local authorities. In order to provide further context, the remaining Scottish local 
authorities were contacted and asked to provide written responses regarding 
guidance available to staff in their area in responding to offending behaviour.  
Police contact data from one local authority who provided this level of detail showed 
a larger proportion of incidents taking place within the FKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVHVGLGQRW
result in charges when compared to those taking place within the community. 
However, the majority of offence allegations ZLWKLQWKHKRXVHZHUHIRUµYDQGDOLVP¶
which may suggest further reflection is required regarding the role of the police being 
utilised for challenging behaviour that could potentially be managed by residential 
staff. Nonetheless, the majority of offence allegations across both local authority 
areas were carried out by a minority of young people, and for some young people 
several of the offence allegations included breaching bail conditions, which staff may 
have an important role in supporting young people to adhere to. That charging or 
disposal outcomes for police incidents and alleged offences were not always 
available, and local authorities did not already gather this data, suggests that going 
forward it is vital for data collection to be multi-agency and recorded consistently 
both locally and nationally in order to identify areas of concern and focus. 
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With regard to formal policies or guidance regarding police contact there was a lack 
of clarity from practitioners, which may reflect the different understanding of 
terminology regarding formal policies, models of care and guidance. However, 
despite this it was evident that staff are very much aware of the responsibilities they 
hold as corporate parents and are well versed in understanding the young people 
they support. There are clear methods used to attempt to de-escalate situations and 
calling the police to deal with an incident would be the last resort when all else had 
failed. 
It was evident from practitioners that decision making with regards to offending or 
challenging behaviour is complex and individualised, being affected by a range of 
factors, and requiring professional judgement which is situated within the wider 
organisational context, and support and empowerment provided by managers to staff 
to make decisions. :KDWHPHUJHGZDVWKDWZLWKLQWKHUHDOLW\RIWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVH, 
prescriptive policies or guidance can only go so far in terms of influencing how 
practitioners react in situations. Indeed it was clear that in terms of influencing their 
responses what was most powerful was a shared culture based on robust training. 
In preventing offending behaviour and police involvement, a range of factors were 
crucial, including professional development, training and induction; having a range of 
de-escalation strategies and consequences available; and relationships. Police 
involvement was, however, at times reported to be necessary, with police very much 
seen as a key partner and in the main this relationship was described as a positive 
one. It was felt by staff that some young people have a preconceived view of the 
police, possibly due to past negative experiences. As such, opportunities for police 
and young people to spend time together doing activities and building relationships, 
particularly on an informal basis were rated highly by staff, some of whom expressed 
concern that due to workload and prioritising within the police force these 
opportunities may reduce even further than they already have. 
<RXQJSHRSOH¶VLQGLYLGXDOFLUFXPVWDQFHVDQGSUHYLRXVH[SHULHQFHVZHUHUHSRUWHGE\
workers to have an impact on how they responded to charges being brought and/or 
their attendance at CKLOGUHQ¶VHearings. Staff expressed anxieties about how 
decisions made by the &KLOGUHQ¶V+HDULQJ6ystem could be experienced by young 
people and how some young people would negotiate the potential transition to the 
adult justice system. Implicit in this was the tension between the general acceptance 
that involving the police was a last resort and taking steps to avoid criminalising the 
young people in their care, with the responsibilities of staff; a concern that young 
people learn right from wrong, accountability and responsibility; and the potential 
impact on future outcomes.  
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This was only one of a number of tensions identified. These also included the 
realities of residential childcare; expectations from management; the rights of both 
young people and staff; and the care and control balance. As a result the following 
recommendations were identified:  
x Police involvement should remain the option of last resort by residential child 
care workers in responding to offending, and charging should only take place 
where there is no alternative option; 
x In acknowledging the complexity, dilemmas, and tensions inherent in 
responding to offending behaviour, decision making should be situated within 
a positive, shared, supportive, and respectful organisational culture and ethos; 
x A wide range of formal and informal, managerial and colleague supports 
should be made available to residential workers; 
x Investment in, and the prioritisation of, staff training; professional 
development; and high quality induction should continue;  
x Methods to build relationships, both between police and residential staff and 
with young people should be prioritised; 
x Discussing and reflecting on the role of the &KLOGUHQ¶VHearings System, the 
difficulties experienced by young people in transitioning to the adult court 
V\VWHPDQGFUXFLDOO\WKHLPSDFWIRU\RXQJSHRSOH¶VRXWFRPHVLVLPSRUWDQW 
x Staff should provide young people with clear, accurate information on the 
LPSDFWRIRIIHQFHVGHDOWZLWKYLDWKH&KLOGUHQ¶V+HDULQJV6\VWHPDVZHOODV
the courts; 
x Bail support to young people should be explored to ensure everything 
possible is being done to support young people on bail to comply with their 
bail conditions;  
x Multi-agency data gathering and monitoring on a local and national basis is 
essential and should be supplemented by further research that examines the 
complexities faced by residential staff.  
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1. Introduction and background 
 
On July 31, 2015, 15,404 children in Scotland were looked after, almost 10% of 
whom (1,529 children) were looked after in residential care, 564 in a local authority 
FKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVH6FRWWLVK*RYHUQPHQW:KLOHWKHYDVWPDMRULW\RIORRNHGDIWHU
children do not come to the attention of the police, accurate figures on offending by 
looked after children in Scotland are not readily accessible as most local authorities 
µGRQRWKDYHUHJXODUDQGV\VWHPDWLFSURFHVVHVIRUPHDVXULQJWKHSURILOHRILQFLGHQWV
ZLWKLQUHVLGHQWLDOXQLWVDQGRIIHQGLQJLQWKHFRPPXQLW\E\WKLVJURXS¶6FRWWLVK
Executive, 2006, p. ii). More data is available in England which highlights that looked 
after children come into contact with the youth justice system at a higher rate than 
the general population (NACRO, 2012; Department for Education, 2011; Zayed and 
Harker, 2015). The Howard League for Penal Reform (2016) found high numbers of 
looked after young people in England and Wales are criminalised, with 13 to 14 year 
olds nearly 20 times more likely to be criminalised (convicted or subject to a final 
warning or reprimand) than a non-looked after peer. Likewise, retrospective 
examination across the UK identifies that a disproportionate number of adults in 
young offenders institutions and prisons have a history of local authority care 
(Summerfield, 2011; Carnie and Broderick, 2015; Laming, 2016). 
%HLQJSODFHGµLQFDUH¶GRHVQRWKDSSHQLQDYDFXXPLWFDUULHVDODEHODQGKDV
connotations, the majority of which are not positive, such as the link between being 
accommodated away from home and offending rates (Darker et al, 2008). This is not 
to say that every looked after child will be involved in offending, but Ashford and 
Morgan (2004) have described young people in care as experiencing a form of 
µGRXEOHMHRSDUG\¶7KLVPHDQVWKDWLQDGGLWLRQWRDOUHDG\VKDULQJPDQ\RIWhe same 
risk factors as other young people prosecuted for offending behaviour, such as 
neglect or abuse, by being placed in care they are often exposed to further risk 
factors including loss of attachments to friends and family, disrupted education and 
new peers who might already be involved in offending. Similarly, a range of 
placement specific risk factors have been identified including: placement stability 
(Ward et al, forthcoming; Ryan and Testa, 2005); the age range of young people 
housed together (Hayden, 2010); and the likelihood of being criminalised for 
behaviour that, were they at home with parents or other carers, would be unlikely to 
result in the police being called (NACRO, 2003). Consequently, the National Police 
&KLHIV¶&RXQFLODQG&URZn Prosecution Service (2006, para. 5 and 6) 
expressed concerns about the inappropriate use of the criminal justice system to 
UHVROYHLVVXHVWKDWZRXOGQRUPDOO\µILWXQGHUWKHXPEUHOODRISDUHQWLQJ¶,WLV
acknowledged that a combination of risk factors rather than one specific factor is 
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more likely to account for the link between being accommodated away from home 
and offending (Darker et al, 2008; Schofield et al, 2015). 
In Scotland preventing offending by, and improving outcomes for, children and young 
people, has recently received considerable legislative, policy and practice attention. 
.H\SROLFLHVLQDFKLHYLQJWKLVKDYHEHHQµ*HWWLQJLWULJKWIRUHYHU\FKLOG¶*,5)(&
and the Whole System Approach, alongside the Children and Young People 
(Scotland) Act 2014. Significant achievements have been made in reducing the 
number of detected offences committed by children, young people referred to the 
&KLOGUHQ¶V+HDULQJV6\VWHPRQRIIHQFHJURXQGVDQGDSSHDULQJLQFRXUW/LJKWRZOHU
Vaswani and Orr, 2014; Scottish Government, 2015). There is increased recognition 
that involvement in offending may be an indicator of a young person having wider 
wellbeing needs, and that responses to offending can significantly affect their future 
outcomes. This can include the detrimental impact of premature involvement with 
formal systems on offending behaviour, as found in the Edinburgh Study of Youth 
Transitions and Crime (McAra and McVie, 2010) and the need to disclose offences 
committed in childhood, with subsequent impact on training, education, and 
employment opportunities into adulthood. This is in addition to the already much 
poorer outcomes experienced by care leavers than the general population (CELCIS, 
2015).  
Specifically in responding to offending in residential care, the National Care 
Standards for Care Homes for Children and Young People (Scottish Government, 
2005) provides residential childcare staff with some discretion over how they handle 
offending or challenging behaviour (outwith any acts that fall under organisational 
policy that require police involvement). How such discretion is translated into daily 
practice has received only limited research attention. What has been identified is the 
potential for blurred lines between what is considered challenging behaviour by 
some staff, as opposed to offending behaviour requiring further action (Paul, 2008). 
While Hayden (2010) highlighted that involving the police in response to incidents 
tends not to be the first reaction by residential staff, Gentleman (2009) found there 
wDVDQµXQZULWWHQ¶WKUHVKROGIRUSROLFHLQYROYHPHQWEXWWKDWWKHUHZDVDWHQGHQF\IRU
the same staff members to be involved in those incidents that led to police 
involvement. Further factors cited in explaining such variation in staff practice include 
staff tolerance rates; experiences; relationships between staff and young people, and 
between residential care homes and the police; and different organisational ethos 
and management styles (Paul, 2008). Similarly, the characteristics and attitudes of 
staff, and the subsequent reactions of the residents, as well as group dynamics, the 
individual backgrounds, and personalities of the young people resident at any one 
time are additional identifiable factors influencing responses to offending (Sinclair 
and Gibbs, 1998). When faced with such a multitude of elements, having a shared 
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HWKRVRUFXOWXUHLVFUXFLDOZKLFKLWLVDUJXHGVKRXOGLQFOXGHDµFOHDUSROLF\RIKRZ
offending behaviour will be viewed and dHDOWZLWK¶&HQWUHIRU<RXWK	 Criminal 
Justice, 2016, p.14).  
Based on the above findings and in order to extend the available research evidence, 
in this study we sought to explore the realities of the practice of residential child care 
staff and the factors that influence decision making in responding to offending 
behaviour. In addition, we hoped to add to the available data on offending by looked 
after children.  
 
2. Methodology 
 
The methodology comprised three elements. 
Interviews: Two local authorities were identified to take part in this study. Three to 
four residential workers were selected using stratified sampling from each local 
DXWKRULW\UXQFKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVHLQWKHDUHDIRUSKRQHLQWHUYLHZ:LWKLQWKHVDPSOLQJ
process there was the intentional inclusion of senior workers, day and night shift staff 
and a gender balance. Twenty seven interviews were completed between March and 
May 2016 with each interview lasting between 30 to 60 minutes. Respondents had 
been employed within their current house an average of just under six years and 
within residential care in general for an average of just over 11 years.  
The semi-structured interview schedule (see Appendix) focused mainly on decision 
making regarding consequences and potential police involvement and the guidance 
or support given to staff. The format was inspired by identified checklists of good 
practice developed by Paul (2008). 
The findings in this report are presented anonymously. The two local authorities will 
be identified as A and B.  
Policy and practice surveys: Between February and March 2016, house managers 
were sent a link to a Qualtrics online survey. Responses were received from the 
Manager or their Deputy from eight houses across the two local authority areas. This 
survey was designed to capture the policy and/or practical guidance in relation to 
offending behaviour and police involvement within the local authority and the 
FKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVHPRUHVSHFLILFDOO\ 
To provide further context the lead contacts IRUFKLOGUHQ¶Vhouses in each of the 
remaining Scottish local authorities were emailed between March and May 2016. 
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Three questions were asked in this exchange, regarding policy or protocol on how 
RIIHQGLQJZDVYLHZHGDQGGHDOWZLWKLQWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVHVLQWKHLUDUHDand the 
HWKRVSKLORVRSK\RIWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVHV6L[WHHQUHVSRQVHVZHUHUHFHLYHG 
Data recording: Both local authorities were asked to document the number of times 
WKHUHKDGEHHQSROLFHLQFLGHQWVDQGZKHQWKLVKDGOHGWRDFKDUJHZLWKLQFKLOGUHQ¶V
houses, and demographic details of the young people involved. They collected this 
data between September 2015 and February 2016 purposefully for the study, but 
have indicated a desire to continue to do so. Authority A was able to provide six 
months of detailed offending and demographic data by accessing records from 
FKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVHVVRFLDOZRUNDQGWKHORFDOSROLFH$XWKRULW\%SURYLGHGPRUH
descriptive data that came from police concern reports that had been recorded in 
their social work information system. It is not possible to compare data between the 
authorities, and instead police contacts in authority A and B will be described 
separately. 
Ethics: This investigation was granted ethical approval by the School of Social Work 
and Social Policy Ethics Committee at the University of Strathclyde. We advised 
participants of their right to withdraw from the research, and all data was stored 
securely. Interviews were audio recorded with the consent of the participant, and 
conducted in private. Transcripts were stored securely and anonymously, and the 
recording destroyed upon transcription.  
Caveats: It is acknowledged that this is a small scale study examining in detail two 
local authorities, although the findings from the sixteen other local authorities who 
responded to the survey did not indicate a marked difference in policy and protocol 
to the two authorities of focus. In addition, this study included only local authority 
FKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVHVQRWWKRVHLQRWKHUVHFWRUVRUVHFXUHFDUHVHWWLQJV 
 
3. Police Contact Data 
3.1. Authority A 
In local authority A there were 42 young people placed 48 times in the houses in the 
six month period studied. 57% (n= 24) of these young people did not come to the 
attention of the police during this time, however 9% (n=4) were alleged to have 
committed one offence, 17% (n=7) with between two and five offences, and 17% 
(n=7) alleged to have committed between six and 24 offences where the police were 
involved.  
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Throughout WKHVL[PRQWKVWKHUHZHUHUHFRUGHGµSROLFHLQFLGHQWV¶ involving 18 
young people (five girls and thirteen boys) aged between 13 and 19 years. These 
incidents took place within the house itself, in the community or in a location 
unknown, involved 115 identified allegations/offences and 59 of these led to charges. 
Figure 1 shows the location and type of identified alleged offences that were brought 
to the attention of the police. 
 
Figure 1: Allegations of offences identified across 6 months in Authority A 
Thirty three RIWKHLQFLGHQWVWRRNSODFHZLWKLQWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVHZKLOHWKH
remainder took place elsewhere in the community. There may be multiple offences 
associated with each incident and within each charge, similarly not every offence 
allegation within an incident would lead to a charge.  
The incidents within the house led to charges on 23 occasions (70%), no charges on 
seven occasions (21%) and for three (9%) of the incidents the outcome is not known. 
In contrast, within the 35 incidents in the community, on only two occasions (6%) 
there was a record of no charges being brought. Twenty one per cent of incidents 
WDNLQJSODFHZLWKLQWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVHGLGQRWUHVXOWLQFKDUJHVFRPSDUHGWRRI
those taking place in the community. 
For incidents taking plDFHDWWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVHZKLFKUHVXOWHGLQFKDUJHV
vandalism made up the majority (33%) closely followed by breach of the 
peace/threatening behaviour (31%), assault (17%), breach of bail (11%), drugs (5%) 
and taxi fraud (3%). There were three further offences of breach of bail, where it was 
not clear if these led to charges.  
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No charges were brought for violent incidents on four occasions, misuse of drugs on 
two occasions, and vandalism and breach of the peace/threatening behaviour on 
one occasion each. 
2IIHQFHVWKH\RXQJSHRSOHZHUHFKDUJHGZLWKIRUEHKDYLRXURXWZLWKWKHFKLOGUHQ¶V
house included theft (34%), breach of the peace/threatening behaviour (23%), 
violence (14%), vandalism (7%), carrying a weapon (7%), drug offences (5%), taxi 
fraud (2%) and sexual offences (2%). On a further 6% of occasions the offence was 
breach of bail. 
The young people who were involved in offending resided in houses across the local 
authority, rather than being clustered within one or two homes. However, three of the 
young people were accused of 20 or more offences across the six months of data 
and made up the bulk of the 115 alleged offences where the police were involved. 
One young person was accused of 26 offences in this time period. Occasionally 
these large offence totals were partly as a result of the young person allegedly 
breaching bail conditions and this breach being recorded as a new offence every few 
days over a period of time. 
When the total number of recorded offence allegations is examined by gender, the 
boys were accused of more documented offences (mean 9.08 offences) than the 
girls in the houses (mean 3.40 offences) but the small sample means that no 
statistical comparison can be conducted. 
3.2. Authority B 
In Authority B, information was provided on 17 µpolice incidents¶, often involving one 
or more young people at a time, throughout the six month period. These incidents 
involved a total of nine young people (four girls and five boys) from a total of 18 
placed over the time period. It was recorded that on three occasions the young 
person was referred to the reporter, on two occasions they were charged with 
offences and in one case referred for Early and Effective Intervention (EEI). It is not 
possible to identify the outcomes from the remainder of the police incidents, nor the 
exact nature or number of police charges. Mirroring the other local authority 
however, a small number of young people were involved in multiple incidents, for 
example one boy was involved in seven of the 17 incidents described and one girl 
was involved in five of them. 
Greater detail was available regarding each incident, with the majority of cases that 
led to police contact involving violence or threatening behaviour towards staff or 
another resident, occasionally leading to injury. On one occasion the allegation was 
a theft against another child in the community, and on two occasions in addition to 
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displaying threatening behaviour the young person was alleged to have caused 
damage to staff property, for example, their cars. Within the detail of the incidents 
there are descriptions of attempts by staff to de-escalate the situation, including safe 
holding.  
Only two of the described incidents (12%) took place in the community, the majority 
KDSSHQHGDWWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVH 
3.3. Summary 
While it is not possible to compare data between the two local authorities, the level of 
detail provided by Authority A enabled a fuller picture of offending and outcomes 
while the other provided greater context around the incidents. This however 
highlights the need for robust data recording from multiple sources across every 
local authority to provide a holistic picture and enable the early identification of 
potential issues.  
In Authority A, around half of incidents that resulted in police involvement took place 
elsewhere in the community rather than the house itself, where it could be that staff 
have less influence, and tolerance of challenging behaviour may be lower.  
A larger proportion RILQFLGHQWVWDNLQJSODFHZLWKLQWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVHGLGQRWUHVXOW
in charges when compared to those taking place in the community. However, that 
the majority of allegations IRULQFLGHQWVZLWKLQWKHKRXVHZHUHIRUµYDQGDOLVP¶PD\
suggest further reflection is required regarding the police being utilised for 
challenging behaviour that could be managed by residential staff. Similar concerns 
have been raised regarding police involvement in residential settings in England 
(NACRO, 2003; the National Police ChLHIV¶&RXQFLO&URZQ3URVHFXWLRQ
Service, 2006).   
The high number of offences committed by a small number of young people, and 
young people accruing multiple offences related to breach of bail, are further 
FRQFHUQV&KLOGUHQ¶VKRXVHVWDIIPD\KDYHDn important role in supporting young 
people to adhere to bail conditions and the bail support provided to young people 
should be explored more broadly. 
 
4. Responses to Offending Behaviours 
 
This section describes the replies, written and verbal, by house managers and 
practitioners regarding policy and practice when faced with challenging or offending 
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behaviour within the house. Twenty seven interviews were conducted with residential 
staff (15 in Authority A and 12 in Authority B); eight questionnaires were completed 
by house managers; and sixteen responses were received to the short policy and 
practice survey from other local authorities across Scotland. Although there were 
some patterns within each local authority regarding the staff responses to young 
people¶VEHKDYLRXUDQGRIIHQGLQJWKHUHZHUHDOVRYDULDWLRQVEHWZHHQKRXVHVLQWKH
same local authority and at times the responses provided by house managers and 
residential workers. Where such variation is apparent, we have highlighted this in our 
descriptions. References by respondents to young people going missing have been 
omitted from this report to ensure a focus on offending behaviour. Also omitted are 
details that might identify either a young person or a specific local authority. 
4.1 Factors influencing decision making in responding to offending 
behaviour  
Throughout all interviews it was clear that decision making in responding to offending 
behaviour was complex. It was evident that these decisions involved the application 
of protocols and professional judgement, which was shaped by the organisational 
culture and support provided to staff, but also involved the consideration of, and was 
influenced by, a range of other factors.  
4.1.1 Policies, protocols and professional judgement  
Based on the literature outlined previously, it could be expected that there would be 
policies or protocols in place to guide staff practice in responding to offending 
behaviour. However, respondents varied in their views on whether this was the case. 
In Authority B, 92% of respondents stated there was a policy or protocol in place, 
while only 47% in Authority A stated this was the case. The findings from house 
managers mirrored this pattern, suggesting that the local authority did not set these 
policies, rather, they were determined within the house. Two residential workers 
differentiated between challenging and offending behaviour, with both stating there 
was a policy on the former.  
Respondents were asked whether there was a clear protocol specifically for involving 
the police in responding to offending behaviour. In Authority A, five respondents 
stated there was, with two describing that staff had been involved in the development 
of this protocol, and one identifying instead that there was guidance available. In 
Authority B, four staff stated there was a protocol in place, all of whom reported staff 
involvement in the development of this, and a further one that there was guidance 
available, describing:  
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 ³7KUHHWRIRXU\HDUVDJRZHKDGDGLIILFXOWWLPHLQWKHKRXVHDQGZH
needed to contact the police at times. It was decided why are we doing 
this? Would you do this for your own child? And from this there was more 
GLUHFWLRQ«PRUHJXLGDQFHIURPVHQLRUPDQDJHPHQW´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
Across the two local authorities five of six house managers indicated there was a 
clear protocol for involving the police and one revealed there was not. These findings 
are consistent with information received during this study from sixteen of the other 
local authorities in Scotland, none of whom reported having a policy on responding 
to offending behaviour, with only three having a protocol on police involvement, 
although limited further information is available.  
House managers from the two sample local authorities were more likely than staff to 
state such policies were part of training and induction. In respect of induction, this 
disparity in awareness may be explained by the length of current employment of 
residential workers, and potentially relatively recent changes in the induction 
process. Training and induction is discussed in greater detail below. 
However, the majority of the respondents, both residential workers and house 
managers, in each local authority were clear that whether policies about responding 
to offending behaviour and police contact were in existence or not, any such decision 
was individualised, depending on the circumstances of the incident, and a matter of 
professional judgement. This is illustrated by the quote below:  
³1RWDVVXFK>DSROLF\@LWGHSHQGVRQWKHRIIHQFHZKDWKDSSHQHGDQGKRZ
RIWHQ«LW¶VQRWOLNHLI$%&KDSSHQV\RXGRWKLV´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
It was evident such professional judgement was situated within and shaped by 
the wider organisational context, which was formed by two key features.   
7KHILUVWZDVWKHHWKRVRUFXOWXUHRIWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVH:KHQWKLVZDVGHVFULEHG
by residential staff a number of similar themes were identified including: 
x That young people are cared for and looked after; 
x To provide a calm, nurturing, loving and therapeutic environment; 
x To ensure young people feel, and are, safe;  
x To provide young people with a home and to feel part of a family; 
x To help young people reach their potential (e.g. better outcomes, productive 
and achieving citizens); 
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x To involve young people in activities;  
x To provide positive relationships; 
x To treat young people as individuals;  
x To reduce reoffending. 
 
Respondents were asked how this ethos impacts on the policy on, and subsequent 
responses to, offending behaviour, with seven respondents from Authority A and 
WKUHHIURP$XWKRULW\%GHVFULELQJWU\LQJWRPDNHWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVHDVQRUPDODV
possible, and therefore seeking to respond to behaviours in ways you would with 
your own children. Six respondents from Authority A and five from Authority B 
specifically made reference to their position as corporate parents. This was further 
highlighted by a house manager in the following quote:  
³:HDFWDVGLVFHUQLQJSDUHQWVWRWKH\RXQJSHRSOHZHORRNDIWHULIWKHUH
are other methods of teaching and supporting young people we would 
ORRNWRXVHWKHVHDQGH[KDXVWDOODYHQXH>V@WRSUHYHQWSROLFHLQYROYHPHQW´ 
Indeed the majority of respondents, both residential workers and house managers, 
specifically stated that police contact was an option of last resort and that staff did 
not want to criminalise young people. This was evident in the following quote: 
³$ERXWILYH\HDUVDJRFKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVHVZRXOGFDOOWKHSROLFHDOOWKHWLPH
for every little thing, but times have changed now, it is rare. It needs to be 
an extreme safety issue, risk, and staff are not able or in a position to deal 
appropriately with the situation that we would seek police assistance. It is 
WKHODVWUHVRUW«´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
The second aspect of the organisational culture was the extent to which staff were 
supported and empowered by their managers to make decisions in responding to 
offending behaviour. The overwhelming majority of residential workers stated they 
felt supported and empowered by managers to do so, with only one worker in 
$XWKRULW\$VWDWLQJPDQDJHULDOVXSSRUWFRXOGYDU\FLWLQJWKHPDQDJHU¶VSHUVRQDO
values as a factor. Such support and empowerment was achieved through a range 
of strategies, including communication, team meetings, debriefing, incident reports, 
supervision, and training. In both local authorities reference was made to managers 
not always being physically present in the house, but remaining available to provide 
support and guidance to staff and young people:  
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³0RVWRIWKHWLPHV,ZRXOGGHFLGHEXWLI,QHHGHGVXSSRUWRUFRXOGQ¶WGHDO
ZLWKWKDW,FDQFDOORQ>P\@PDQDJHURUGHSXWH´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
The importance of such support and empowerment was highlighted: 
³'LVFXVVLRQLVLPSRUWDQWDQGPDQDJHUVDUHDYDLODEOHWRGLVFXVVZLWKVWDII
formally or informally, our door is always open if staff need to get anything 
off their chest, or if they are holding a bit of a grievance. It supports good 
SUDFWLFH«KHOSV>WKH@WHDPEHFRQVLVWHQW´6HQLRU5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
There was some variation in staff opinions on managerial trust and debriefing, 
however, most respondents commented positively on this, describing the benefits of 
debriefing. These included the ability to reflect on incidents and learn from them, the 
opportunity for staff to receive positive feedback on decision making, and the ability 
WRPRQLWRUSDWWHUQVHLWKHULQVWDIISUDFWLFHRU\RXQJSHRSOH¶VEHKDYLRXU 
³,KDYH never been criticised, there is trust in the staff team and if the 
police are called it is a legitimate reason. If you are the senior and you 
know the same person [or] shifts are frequently contacting the police, you 
would bring that to their attention and talk about this, but this does not 
KDSSHQ´ (Residential Worker) 
In Authority B, two respondents stated there were times when decision making had 
been questioned, but that this situation had improved, describing that staff were 
better now at judging when to contact the police. However, one respondent in 
Authority B described how he found debriefing less supportive: 
³7KHUHLVDQRSSRUWXQLW\WRGLVFXVVDQGUHIOHFWEXW,IHHODQ[LHW\DERXW
getting the decision right, my decision could be picked apart, we write a 
UHSRUWGRFXPHQWLQJWKHLQFLGHQWEXWLW¶VRQO\UHDOO\DVQDSVKRW>«@,DVN
P\VHOIµZKDWZRXOGVHQLRUPDQDJHPHQWWKLQNLVDQDSSURSULDWH
UHVSRQVH"¶>«@,ZRXOGOLNHWRWKLQNLW¶VRND\WRJHWLWZURQJUDWKHUWKDQ,
KRSH,GRQ¶WJHWLWZURQJ´5HVLGHQWLal Worker). 
4.1.2 Additional factors impacting on decision making  
A range of other factors were influential in shaping responses to offending behaviour. 
Some of these related to the individual incident and would include whether the safety 
of the young person, other young people in the house, or staff were at risk; whether 
staff could control the behaviour; and the severity of the behaviour. Similarly the type 
of offence would be taken into consideration, with consensus evident that police 
involvement would EHDYRLGHGIRUPRUHµSHWW\UHDVRQV¶$JUHDWHUQXPEHURI
respondents in Authority B stated in cases of vandalism or property damage in the 
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house they had been advised not to contact the police. Additionally, a third of staff in 
Authority A and three quarters of those in Authority B made reference to the choice 
and right of staff members to contact the police in cases of damage to personal 
property and assaults, with the right of a young person to contact the police in such 
instances also mentioned in a small number of interviews. Similarly, whether the 
behaviour was proactive, targeted, or premeditated would be influential, as 
highlighted by the following quote:  
³*LYHQWKHQDWXUHRIVRPHRIIHQGLQJEHKDYLRXULHDVVDXOWLWLVPRUH
difficult for staff to respond at [the] time when there has been a personal 
DWWDFN>«@LID\RXQJSHUVRQLVODVKLQJRXWDQGUHDFWLQJWRDVLWXDWLRQDQG
staff are inadvertently assaulted this is less likely to result in police 
LQYROYHPHQW´+RXVH0DQDJHU 
Factors related to the individual young person would also merit consideration 
including whether the young person was under the influence of alcohol/substances; 
their mental health; the frequency of the behaviour; the potential impact of police 
involvement (in escalating or de-escalating situations); and the level of crisis the 
young person was at.  
A variety of features more specific to the dynamics in the house at the time of the 
incident were also highlighted such as which other young people were present; the 
impact on other young people; the number of young people involved; and level of 
disruption already in the house. Similarly staffing factors such as who was on shift; 
staff absences; sessional or permanent staff; and ratio of staff to young people were 
cited as impacting on responses.  
Moreover, participants highlighted that responses by individual staff members could 
vary, stating that this may be due to all staff being individuals and therefore having 
different thresholds or tolerances of behaviour, differing ways of working, values, 
empathy, experience, skills, confidence, and abilities to reflect. House managers 
similarly commented on the differences in professional and personal values; 
thresholds for behaviour; and the type or strength of relationships between the staff 
member and young person. Two residential workers specifically drew attention to 
staff being human, and how this could impact on decision making. For example, one 
drew attention to how the staff member was feeling, their frame of mind, and the type 
of day they were having, but went on to point out that colleagues have a key role in 
identifying this and supporting that individual through decision making processes. 
Another described how previous incidents can have an impact on how later 
situations are handled by staff:  
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³(YHU\RQHKDVILJKWIOLJKWIUHH]HDQGKRZWKDWVKDSHVSHRSOHPersonal 
H[SHULHQFHLVDELJIDFWRU>«@,WVKDSHVKRZ\RXPDQDJHDQGUHVSRQG
although you try to control as best you can, especially if it makes [you] 
respond in way that would make situation worse. We are all a product of 
RXUSDVW´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
As a result of variations between staff members, the multitude of factors influencing 
responses to individual incidents and the role of professional judgement, the issue of 
consistency of staff practice is an understandable concern. The majority of 
residential workers and all house managers stated that staff teams within the 
FKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVHVZHUHFRQVLVWHQWLQWKHLUUHVSRQVHVWRRIIHQGLQJEHKDYLRXUDQG
every efforts is made to ensure that all staff approach and respond to offending in a 
standardised manner to prevent young people being unnecessarily criminalised.  
But, over half of residential staff, across both authorities, added the caveat that this 
could vary, as highlighted by one respondent who pointed out:  
³%XWGLIIHUHQWVWDIIZKRKDYHGLIIHUHQWperceptions and how our 
H[SHULHQFHVVKDSHXV«\RXZLOOJHWFRQVLVWHQF\WRDSRLQWEXWQHYHU
IXOO\´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
It was reported that consistency  
³«FDQEHDFKDOOHQJH but we all want the same goal - the best outcome for 
\RXQJSHRSOH´5HVLGHQWLDO Worker)  
A range of factors were cited by residential workers and house managers in both 
local authorities as supporting consistent responses and decision making. These 
were: communication between team members and the ability to negotiate; young 
SHUVRQ¶VSODQVWKDWall staff were familiar with and worked to; having a good team 
and good team work; team meetings; protocols; staff knowing what was expected of 
them; and training. The staff rota system was also cited as having the potential to aid 
consistency, with the use of set teams reported by residential workers in Authority B 
to do so as staff knew each other, how tKH\ZRUNGLIIHUHQWLQGLYLGXDO¶V tolerances, 
had a common dialogue and knew what consequences would be implemented. The 
rota system was raised in Authority A, where changes had resulted in a move away 
from this design reportedly losing the above benefits.   
Just as respondents made clear that decision making in responding to offending 
behaviour was shaped and influenced by a variety of factors, a range of strategies to 
prevent offending behaviour and police contact were also highlighted.  
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4.2 Preventing offending behaviour and police contact 
In preventing offending behaviour and police involvement, a range of methods were 
evident to develop positive strategies, including professional development, training 
and induction; having a range of available de-escalation strategies and 
consequences; and relationships.    
4.2.1 Professional development, training and induction and a range of  
de-escalation strategies  
Staff training was reported to have an important role in determining whether recourse 
to the police was warranted:  
³,WKLQNWKH\DUHPXFKORZHU>VDIHKROGVDQGSROLFHLQYROYHPHQW@EHFDXVH
staff are trained, we know our young people, know what works for them 
and put everything in place before we call police. Practice has improved a 
ORW´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
When describing what was included in staff training and induction in respect of 
responding to offending behaviour, most respondents in both authorities cited 
mandatory training undertaken prior to commencing employment, supplemented with 
regular refresher training. Such training focused on understanding behaviour; the 
importance of getting to know the young person; taking a holistic approach; self-
awareness; and providing staff with techniques to de-escalate and manage 
behaviours and risk, as well as to support young people to develop coping 
strategies. In Authority A, house managers described this training as their policy or 
protocol in responding to offending behaviour1. Moreover individual respondents 
cited a plethora of other training including RAP (Response Ability Pathway); SNAP 
(Social Pedagogy Nurture, responsibility pathway); mental health, self-harm and 
trauma; bully proofing; restorative justice; challenging teenage behaviour training; 
and time to grow. In Authority A, the training and support from other organisations 
such as Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS), fire service, and 
criminal justice was cited on various occasions.  
Only two of six house managers, one from each local authority, stated that staff 
received training specifically about when the police should be involved in a situation. 
None indicated that staff would be specifically trained in recognising various offences 
to aid them in their decision making, but all bar one reported staff knew when the 
police would expect to be involved in a situation and would use them appropriately. 
                                               
1
 Although named by respondents, this training has not been identified within the report to help protect 
the anonymity of the two participating local authorities. 
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Through such training, staff were equipped with a range of de-escalation strategies 
and techniques, which residential workers and house managers associated with their 
models of care. Care plans, baseline plans, and risk assessments were identified 
within these strategies as key documents and vehicles in supporting staff to respond 
appropriately, and the importance of these documents being regularly updated and 
shared amongst the staff team was emphasised. In practical terms the importance of 
a calm, positive environment and the ability to separate young people to prevent 
situations escalating was cited by over one third of residential workers in each local 
authority, with similar numbers highlighting the role of activities both in preventing 
behaviours and in defusing situations. Holding safely was referenced as the second 
last resort in managing offending behaviour, with police contact identified as the last. 
Respondents were however clear they would utilise all possible strategies and 
whatever works for the young person, with this evidently engrained in practice:  
³:HGRWKLVHYHU\GD\ZLWKRXW HYHQWKLQNLQJDERXWLW,WLVMXVWQDWXUDO´
(Residential Worker)  
Where consequences were required, respondents described a range of options, 
ZKLFKRQHZRUNHUGHVFULEHGDVSDUWRID³WRROER[WRVXSSRUWWKH\RXQJSHRSOH´,W
was reported that consequences would be individualised to what works for that 
young person and the behaviour and risk presented, with a range of options 
available as detailed: 
x Pocket money (supervised spending, dividing or delaying monies, repaying for 
damage); 
x Restricting access to TV; computer/Wi-Fi; mobile phone; car or activities;  
x Earlier bedtime.  
 
0RVWKRXVHPDQDJHUVDQGWZRZRUNHUVUHIHUUHGWRWKHVHDVµQDWXUDOFRQVHTXHQFHV¶
with one worker describing these as ³RIWKHVRUWWKDWZRXOGEHXVHGZLWK\RXURZQ
FKLOGUHQ´,QLGHQWLI\LQJZKDWWKH\VKRXOGEHVHYHUDOZRUNHUVLQ$XWKRULW\$H[SODLQHG
that young people themselves were involved in the choosing and negotiating of 
consequences:  
³<RXQJSHRSOHKDYHD\RXQJSHUVRQ¶VPHHWLQJHYHU\VL[ZHHNVDQGWKH\
FRPHXSZLWKFRQVHTXHQFHVQRWXV´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
³:HZLOOGLVFXVVZLWKHDFK\RXQJSHUVRQZKDWWKH\WKLQNLVDUHOHYDQW
consequence and give them some choice and control of this, rather than 
us calling [the] polLFH´5HVLGHQWLDOZRUNHU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There was frequent reference to making use of incidents as opportunities for 
reflection and debriefing. This could include the completion of life space interviews 
and incident reports, having discussions with young people about their behaviours, 
and how they could respond differently, manage their emotions, and link their 
feelings and behaviours. Linked to this, seven workers from Authority B spoke of 
consequences not needing to be negative ones, but could be considered more about 
providing opportunities to educate young people.  
However, it was made clear there was only so much that staff could do with the 
limited consequences available, and to what extent young people choose to take this 
education, advice or access to services on board was up to them in the end:  
³:HWU\WRSUHYHQWHGXFDWHRQULJKWDQGZURQJEXWZKHWKHUWKH\OLVWHQLVD
GLIIHUHQWPDWWHUDQGZKHWKHUWKH\SXWLWLQWRSUDFWLFH´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
4.2.2 Relationships between residential workers and young people   
The overwhelming majority of residential workers commented on the importance of 
relationships between staff and young people and how vital relationship-based care 
was in preventing and defusing situations: 
³2QHRIWKHJUHDWHVWWKLQJVLQWKLVMRELVVWDII¶s relationship with the young 
SHUVRQDQG\RXFDQ¶WXQGHUHVWLPDWHKRZLPSRUWDQWWKDWLV7KHUHKDYH
been situations where the police could have been involved, but through a 
JRRGUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKD\RXQJSHUVRQWKLVFDQEHUHVROYHG´5HVLGHQWLDO
Worker) 
³<RXXVHWKHVWURQJHVWWRRO\RX¶YHJRW\RXUVHOIDQGWKHUHODWLRQVKLS\RX
KDYHZLWKWKH\RXQJSHUVRQ´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
Fundamental in such relationships was staff members knowing the young people 
they were working with, to enable the identification of behaviour triggers, recognising 
behaviours before they escalate, and what approaches work best in managing these 
behaviours for the young people: 
³,IZH>«@EXLOGDPHDQLQJIXOSURIHVVLRQDOUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKWKDW\RXQJ
person, we can avert a lot of things within house as we have the 
relationships, know the young people and we will listen to them and them 
WRXV´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
This could however, involve trial and error until staff really knew the young person. 
Likewise, participants noted the importance of the capacity of staff to reflect on their 
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relationships with individual young people and to be able to identify when they are 
not the best person to intervene, as illustrated below:  
³5HODWLRQVKLSs are vital in this kind of job, even recognising a bad 
UHODWLRQVKLS>«@RUDVNLQJVRPHRQHHOVHWRVSHDNWRWKDW\RXQJSHUVRQ
EHFDXVHWKH\UHDFWQHJDWLYHO\WR\RX´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
4.2.3 Relationships with the police 
Respondents were overwhelmingly positive about their relationship with the police in 
their area, with only two residential workers and two house managers suggesting 
some officers could be better than others. In the main however, the relationships 
between staff and officers were described as a way of preventing crises, by allowing 
potential issues to be addressed before they arose.  
Residential staff and the majority of house managers reported ways in which 
UHODWLRQVKLSVEHWZHHQWKHSROLFHFKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVHVWDIIDQG\RXQJSeople were built 
and maintained. Integral to this were officers undertaking informal visits to the 
houses, rather than only attending when a situation warranted their involvement. 
These visits had a key role in enabling officers to: undertake activities with the young 
people; get to know the young people and understand the bigger picture of their 
lives; and for informal discussions with young people about behaviours without the 
young people being charged, or before behaviours escalated. Communication, 
consistency of approach across the houses, and attendance of police at open days 
were further factors in supporting these relationships.  
Staff reported that young people often held negative attitudes, lacked respect and 
did not trust the police, in many cases as a result of previous experiences. However, 
they reported, that through the above opportunities these attitudes could be changed 
by: building relationships, trust and respect; helping young people feel more secure 
and understand the role of the police; to see the human side of officers; and 
providing young people with new experiences.  
These visits also provided opportunities for staff to gain advice from officers and to 
share information, alongside more formal opportunities such as regular meetings, 
joint working and joint training. It was, however, acknowledged that with the 
reduction of police resources and changes in priorities, the opportunities for the 
above informal visits, particularly by community police, had significantly reduced and 
could potentially reduce further, which one respondent concluded had resulted in a 
PRUHµIXQFWLRQDOUHODWLRQVKLS¶.  
Residential workers described a range of methods by which they tell young people 
about the rules of the house, and the possible consequences of non-compliance, 
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LQFOXGLQJSROLFHLQYROYHPHQW7KHVHLQFOXGHGZHOFRPHSDFNV\RXQJSHRSOH¶V
meetings, and where police involvement had been agreed as potentially being 
necessary, recording this in plans that are co-produced with and signed by the young 
person. The majority of staff stated this was discussed in an ongoing way with young 
people, or when the necessity arose. It was however recognised even with such 
strategies, preventing offending behaviour and formal police contact was not always 
possible.  
4.3 Police involvement  
Respondents were clear that, at times, police involvement could be necessary in 
responding to offending behaviour, with the police perceived as part of the wider 
team around the child, and indeed an important source of support for young people 
and staff members alike: 
³,W¶VLPSRUWDQWIRU\RXQJ people to see police as not necessarily as 
external, but a wider part of this team and that can be used to support us 
>VWDII@ZKHQQHHGHG´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
³«SROLFHFDQKHOSWRUHVROYHDVLWXDWLRQTXLFNO\WKH\SOD\DPDMRUSDUWLQ
what we are trying WRDFKLHYH´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
4.3.1 Police contact 
Where police contact was deemed necessary by workers, participants felt the police 
knew when it was appropriate to be brought into an incident. A number of 
respondents intimated police knew that they would only be called in as an option of 
last resort, and only in situations of risk, high severity, and when a situation was 
outwith the control of staff. In both local authorities, respondents referred to the 
importance of this mutual understanding and reported a sense that the police trusted 
that if they contacted them, the situation was warranted. It was also reported police 
had a good understanding of what care staff were trying to achieve with and for 
young people.  
When the police needed to be contacted, it was clarified that this could be done by 
any individual involved in the incident or as a team, as below: 
³,WLVDOZD\VJRRGWRWDONWR\RXUFROOHDJXHVGLVFXVVLWHVSHFLDOO\VR\RX
have not done it in the heat of the moment everyone is human and you 
PLJKWEHDQJU\DWWKDWWLPH,WLVJRRGWRVWHSEDFN>«@UDWKHUWKDQPDNLQJ
DVQDSGHFLVLRQ´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU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In Authority A, staff were more likely to cite the role of the senior worker in making 
the decision to contact the police than staff in Authority B, although it was again 
stated this was not an essential step. It was clear that police contact was not the end 
point of an incident, with several respondents describing what would follow police 
contact. There was reference to the importance of continuing to make efforts to calm 
the young person down, maintaining or restoring a calm environment, and removing 
other young people or staff members if an individual was being targeted in the 
situation. Another respondent commented on the practical issues of recording the 
incident, contacting management, and notifying the Care Inspectorate. Additional 
µQH[WVWHSV¶LQFOXGHGUHEXLOGLQJWKHUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKWKH\RXQJSHUVRQDQG
supporting the staff involved, for example, via colleagues, managers, and providing 
details for support organisations such as Victim Support.  
During specific incidents young people would usually be informed that contact had 
been made with the police, unless this was such an emergency that this was not 
possible, or there were concerns regarding potential escalation or jeopardising of 
any investigation. A number of respondents pointed out that telling a young person 
police contact was going to be or had been made could in itself be enough to de-
escalate the situation, although this was not always the case. Police presence could 
have a similar impact, and two respondents described situations where the police 
themselves would try to de-escalate the situation to avoid charging young people. 
Several respondents stated young people usually understood why contact with the 
police had been made, as illustrated by this quote: 
³«DIWHUZDUGVWKH\FDQEHUHPRUVHIXODQGXSVHWDQGXQGHUVWDQGDWWLPHV
we have no option. The young people and staff all know their roles and 
what needs to happen if things get to WKDWVWDJH´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
It was clear that formal police contact could impact on the relationships between the 
staff and the police. For example, several residential staff made reference to police 
taking the decision to charge a young person out of their hands, either commenting 
that they would have preferred to have been more involved in this decision or in fact 
in one case, that the worker wanted the police to make this decision on their behalf. 
Similarly, a number of respondents commented that involving the police in an 
incident could have a detrimental impact on the relationship between the young 
person and the staff member, and the young person and the police.  
4.4.2 Post police contact 
Where following police contact a young person was charged, all staff were under the 
impression that young people knew what would happen, and explained that they try 
to support young people to understand the wider life implications of such charges, for 
                                                                                   www.cycj.org.uk 
 
25 
 
example for future travel or employment. A common theme across both authorities 
again however, was that the impact of this knowledge depended on the individual 
young person, and how far they were able to think to the future and take this on 
board:  
³«,W¶VZDWHURIIDGXFNVEDFN´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
Participants reported the impact of a charge could also depend on the young 
SHUVRQ¶VOHJDOVWDWXVIRUH[DPSOH\RXQJSHRSOHZKRZHUHXQGHU\HDUVRI
age or were already subject to a Compulsory Supervision Order via the 
&KLOGUHQ¶V+HDULQJV6\VWHP, were deemed to be less concerned by the 
prospect. It was suggested that this might be due to misconceptions such as 
criminal records being wiped clean at 16, that offences dealt with via the 
&KLOGUHQ¶V+HDULQJV6\VWHPhave no bearing on criminal records, and that 
offences would be dealt with through current measures. This was despite 
\RXQJSHRSOHEHLQJUHSRUWHGO\µIDPLOLDU¶ZLWKWKH&KLOGUHQ¶V+HDULQJV6\VWHP.  
Workers were able to reflect on individual case examples and the impact that 
attendance at, and the decisions of, the &KLOGUHQ¶V+HDULQJV6\VWHPhad for the 
young people involved. These experiences varied markedly and included that:  
 ³7KH&KLOGUHQ¶V+HDULQJs System is too much for them [young people], 
WRRPDQ\SHRSOHDVNLQJTXHVWLRQVDOOQHJDWLYHWDONWKH\GRQ¶WZDQWWREH
WKHUHLWFDQFDXVHFU\LQJWKH\NQRZLWZDVDPLVWDNHDQGGRQ¶WQHHGLW
EURXJKWXSDJDLQ´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
³>«@\RXQJSHRSOHVD\, FDQGRZKDW,OLNHWKH3DQHOZRQ¶WGRDQ\WKLQJWR
PH´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
³,PHWDER\ZKRLVQRZLQDGXOWFRXUWDQGKHVDLGµ\RXIDLOHGPHZKHQ,
ZDV\RXQJHUE\SURWHFWLQJPHIURPLW¶DQGµ,GLGQ¶WOHDUQPXFKDVDFKLOG¶
EXWZHDUHWU\LQJWRSURWHFW´ (Residential Worker) 
Six respondents made reference to the role of secure care in managing the level of 
risk and/or behaviours presented by certain young people. However, several 
respondents suggested that austerity was having an impact on the use of secure 
care, and subsequently placement suitability:   
³%XGJHWFXWVPD\PHDQ\RXQJSHRSOHIURPVHFXUHXQLWVDUHFRPLQJEDFN
WRUHVLGHQWLDOLQWKHLUORFDODXWKRULW\>«@DVZHJHWPRUHRIWKHVH\RXQJ
people there is the potential there for more police involvemenW´
(Residential Worker) 
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Less attention was given by respondents to court disposals. This appears to be 
GXHWRWKHSHUFHSWLRQWKDWPRVWRIWKH\RXQJSHRSOH¶VRIIHQFHVZRXOGQRWUHDFK
this level of intervention.  
4.4  Dilemmas and tensions 
Throughout the interviews the number of dilemmas and tensions that residential 
workers grapple with in their decision making was clear, with one respondent 
FRPPHQWLQJWKDWWHQVLRQVZHUHDOZD\VWKHUHDQGH[SODLQLQJWKDW³FKLOGFDUHLVD
UHIOHFWLYHMRE´7KHVHWHQVLRQVDSSHDred to be grouped around a number of key 
areas.    
4.4.1 The reality of residential child care 
7KURXJKRXWLQWHUYLHZVLWZDVHYLGHQWWKDWVWDIIZDQWHGWRPDNHWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVH
DVOLNHD³QRUPDO´IDPLO\KRPHDVSRVVLEOHDQGZHUHDFXWHO\DZDUHRIWKHLU
responsibilities as corporate parents, as evident in the following quote:  
³+RZZRXOG,GHDOZLWKLW">«@\RXZRXOGQRWFULPLQDOLVH\RXURZQFKLOGUHQ
VRZK\WKHVHFKLOGUHQWKDW\RXDUHWU\LQJWREXLOGDEHWWHUOLIHIRU"´
(Residential Worker) 
A number of residential workers however acknowledged that there were differences 
in how staff would manage their own children. For example, police contact could be 
made more quickly than in their own home as there were more children present in 
WKHFKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVHLQGHed two respondents cited the risk of young people learning 
behaviours from other residents. One staff member however, stated the tolerance 
OHYHOIRUEHKDYLRXUVZDVKLJKHULQFKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVHVDQRWKHUVWDWHGWKDWKHZRXOG
consider contacting the police for his own children in teaching right from wrong; and 
another that the impact of police involvement on other young people would need to 
be considered, pointing out that this is also their home. A number of respondents 
also made reference to the reality and differences of living and working in a 
residential unit with a number of young people, with a variety of needs, experiences, 
and ages compared with the family home, as is evident in the following response:  
³:HDUHFRUSRUDWHSDUHQWVEXWLW¶VQRWUHDOLVWLFLW¶VDGRXEOHHGJHGVZRUG
LQP\KRXVH,ZRXOGQ¶WKDYHVL[NLGVDJHGWRDQG\RXZRXOGQ¶WKDYH
DVKLIWSDWWHUQRIQLQHVWDIIDQGVRFLDOZRUNHUVDURXQG>«@LW¶VDQGDKDOI
hours on the floor, people can get tired, burned down and make silly 
choices DQGVD\WKHZURQJWKLQJV´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
Aligned with this, three respondents stated that there was only so much staff could 
do in response to offending or challenging behaviour, in terms of these not being 
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their own children, the consequences available, and the time it takes to elicit 
changes in behaviour:  
 ³,IWKH\¶YHEHHQEURXJKWXSLQDKRXVHKROGDQGWKDW>ILJKWLQJRIIHQGLQJ@
KDVEHHQKRZWKH\VXUYLYHZHZLOOQRWFKDQJHWKDWEHKDYLRXUTXLFNO\´
(Residential Worker) 
³,KHDUDERXWRIIHQGLQJDOO>WKH@WLPH«EXWWKDWEHKDYLRXUZDVSUHYDOHQW
before they came in here. We have to deal with that when they come in 
KHUHDQGZHFDQ¶WGRWKDWRYHUQLJKW,GRQ¶WNQRZZKDWSHRSOHH[SHFWXV
WRGR´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
4.4.2 The desire not to criminalise  
The majority of respondents in both local authorities spoke of not wanting to 
criminalise children and the adverse impacts of young people leaving care with 
criminal convictions. Staff were aware of the risk of this spiralling into further 
offending, and ultimately imprisonment, as illustrated in the following quote:  
 ³,WGRHVQ¶WGRDQ\RQHDQ\IDYRXUVFHUWDLQO\QRWWKH\RXQJSHUVRQ>«@WKH
last thing you want with the difficulties they have been through, is to press 
charges and have young people leaving at 16/17 with criminal record to 
VWDUWRIIZLWKDQGDORWRIFKDUJHVDJDLQVWWKHP´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
This was very much aligned with police involvement being an option of last resort. 
However, this had to be balanced with the role and responsibilities of staff in keeping 
all children and staff in the house safe, and ensuring young people are learning to be 
responsible for their behaviour and its consequences, and the long-term implications 
of this. Staff expressed concern that by not contacting the police, young people were 
not learning right from wrong, accountability and responsibility and were given more 
chances than their non-looked after peers, as illustrated:  
 ³6RPH\RXQJSHRSOHDUHEHLQJSURWHFWHGEXWLW¶VQRWUHDOWKLQNDERXWWKDW
attitude when he EHFRPHVDQDGXOWKHWKLQNVLW¶VDFFHSWDEOHWRVWHDODQG
YDQGDOLVHLW¶VQRWKHDOWK\IRUVRFLHW\´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
While staff accepted the role of the &KLOGUHQ¶V+HDULQJV6\VWHPin protecting our 
vulnerable young people, concern was expressed about the issues for young people 
when the protection of the Hearing System is removed and offences are dealt with 
via the adult court. This was evidently a challenging and emotive area of practice for 
respondents, who at times felt let down and disempowered.  
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4.4.3 Rights  
Rights were another area where dilemmas were evident. Several respondents 
discussed the uneasy balance between young people having rights, but also having 
responsibilities, as illustrated:  
³:HDQG\RXQJSHRSOHDUHFOHDURQWKHLUULJKWVWKH\KDYHSDSHUZRUN
information booklet, and can access advocacy, but sometimes they forget 
staff have rights too. Young people will at times dictate their rights, but it is 
DOVRDERXWUHVSRQVLELOLWLHV´5HVidential Worker)  
Several respondents also expressed concern that at times staff rights were being 
RYHUULGGHQLQIDYRXURI\RXQJSHRSOH¶VULJKWV7KLVZDVPRVWHYLGHQWLQUHVSHFWRIWKH
managerial position on police contact related to assaults. Staff were clear that the 
decision to contact the police was their right, and that managers should not be 
advising staff not to contact the police in such situations but at times this happened, 
as illustrated in the following quote:  
³:HJRWKURXJKSKDVHVZKHUHZHDUe directed by managers not to phone 
the police for this young person for whatever reason and whatever 
policies come into that. That can be quite disheartening because we have 
DGXW\RIFDUHIRUHYHU\\RXQJSHUVRQDQGIRURXUVHOYHV>«@'HVSLWH
managers having said that in the past, I have rights as a worker and a 
human. If someone has been assaulted or could potentially be assaulted I 
KDYHWKHULJKWWRFRQWDFWWKHSROLFHMXVWDVDQ\RQHGRHV´5HVLGHQWLDO
Worker). 
Another respondent highlighted that this could be more the result of organisational 
policy, and decisions made at a higher level than that of Managers: 
³8SSHUPDQDJHPHQWGRQ¶WZDQWWKHVWDWLVWLFVEXWQLQHWLPHVRXWRIWHQZH
GRQ¶WGRLWDWWKHGURSRIDKDWDORWRIVWDIIDUHOLNHPHµ\RXFDQ¶WWHOO
PHZKHQWRDQGZKHQQRWWR¶´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
Indeed, one worker stated that there seemed to be a general expectation that 
residential workers would tolerate certain behaviours, which if directed at other 
professionals, could lead to a more robust response, for example, the young 
person being removed from their placement: 
³,SXWLWSODLQO\LWLVDOULJKWIRUXVWRJHWDVVDXOWHGEXWLI\RXDUHZDVWLQJSROLFH
UHVRXUFHVDQGLW¶VLQWKHFRPPXQLW\\RXVRPHWLPHVVHHLWKDSSHQPRUH
quickly. It seems fine for us to be assaulted and verbally abused on a daily 
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basis but when it is outwith, the red flag starts to be waved which is 
IUXVWUDWLQJ´5HVLGHQWLDO:RUNHU 
4.4.4 The care and control balance  
 ³The care and control balance can be a bit confused soPHWLPHV´
(Residential Worker) 
It was clear throughout interviews that staff felt huge amounts of care, compassion, 
understanding, and empathy for the young people they work with. This included 
understanding what behaviours were a typical part of age and stage of development; 
where offending behaviours have come from; younJSHRSOH¶VSUHYLRXVH[SHULHQFHV 
DQGRIIHQGLQJDVDUHIOHFWLRQRIQHHGDVZHOODVWKHSRVLWLRQRIWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVH
as a µVDIHSODFHIRU\RXQJSHRSOHWRPDQLIHVWWKHLUDQJHU¶ 
However, coupled with this, respondents were clear that procedures needed to be 
followed, and their responsibilities, as explained briefly above, fulfilled. This did not 
however negate the personal impact that fulfilling these responsibilities and making 
WKH³KDUGFKRLFHV´KDGIRUUHVLGHQWLDOZRUNHUV 
 ³:HDUHEHWZHHQDURFNDQGDKDUGSODFH«,W¶VUHDOO\GLIILFXOWIRUVWDIIZKR
care a lot for young people and see them in crisis like, that the last thing 
want to do is call police but at times backed into a corner. If ZHGRQ¶W
IROORZSURFHGXUHVDQGVRPHRQHJHWVLQMXUHG>«@LW¶VDERXWNHHSLQJ
RXUVHOYHVULJKW«,WLVYHU\GLIILFXOWLW¶VHPRWLRQDOIRUHYHU\ERG\EXW
\RXQJSHRSOHDUHRXUPDLQIRFXV´ (Residential Worker) 
 
5.  Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
This research has highlighted the multitude of factors and influences on decision 
making when faced with offending behaviour and the complexity, dilemmas and 
tensions involved. It has also emphasised the importance of individualised 
responses and professional judgement and found that consistency across workers 
can only ever be achieved to a point. In the face of this, it would be naïve to consider 
that a policy on responding to offending or a protocol for police involvement could 
solely achieve this.  
Indeed this research, while echoing the findings of previous research in identifying 
the intricacies of decision making, has additionally exposed the complexities 
surrounding the development, usefulness, and awareness of such policies, and that 
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offending behaviours cut across a range of policies. Instead, what is required are 
methods that can support practitioners faced with such complexity and promote good 
quality, robust professional judgement and decision making. This requires staff 
working within a positive, well understood, shared, supportive, and respectful 
organisational culture and ethos that has been developed through open debate, 
challenge and negotiation. This type of shared organisational culture may have more 
power in day-to-day decision making than the presence or otherwise of a policy or 
procedure.  
Given the inherent tensions and dilemmas faced by residential care workers in day-
to-day practice, including the emotional impact of fulfilling these responsibilities and 
the limitations of their role, then relationships and relationship-based practice 
becomes even more fundamental. This includes the relationships between staff 
members and the young people, as well as with external agencies, but also between 
ZRUNHUVLQWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVHDQGWheir managers. The significance of a range of 
formal and informal, managerial and colleague supports, situated within a good team 
and team-work, cannot be overemphasised. In terms of managerial support and 
empowerment, communication; team meetings; debriefing; incident reports and 
supervision were important identified factors. From senior managers and 
organisationally, it is important that staff feel included in decisions, for example, in 
terms of rota arrangements or policies on responses, rather than feelLQJµGRQHWR¶
On each of these levels, it is important that staff feel their rights are important and 
upheld, as well as that strategic issues such as staffing levels and morale are 
monitored and appropriately responded to.   
Given the beneficial effect attributed to training, continued investment in, and 
prioritisation of, staff training, professional development and high quality induction is 
crucial. Such training should provide residential workers with a baseline 
understanding of attachment, trauma, and child development to enable staff to 
understand behaviour and reframe these behaviours in the context of the young 
SHRSOH¶VQHHGV0RUHRYHUWUDLQLQJVKRXOGSURYLGHVWDIIZLWKDUDQJHRIVWUDWHJLHV
and techniques as a toolkit in responding to offending behaviour, thereby making 
police contact the option of last resort a practice reality. The link between training 
and models of care should also be acknowledged. Arguably, induction could provide 
a useful opportunity to prepare staff for the behaviour and conflict that may be faced 
in their role, and the dual responsibilities of care and control. Such training is likely to 
become ever more crucial as the complex needs of young people becoming 
accommodated increases and the ability to utilise alternative and specialised, 
placements reduces in the context of austerity.     
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Practitioners and managers were clear that police involvement was the option of last 
resort. However, the µSROLFHLQFLGHQW¶data gathered does present some concerns, 
particularly regarding the high number of offences committed by the same young 
people and number of charges for breach of bail, and vandalism. Having said this, 
police were recognised as a key partner, and it is essential that partnership working 
and methods to build relationships, both between police and residential staff, and 
with young people continue to be prioritised. These relationships have long term 
importance which must be recognised in the face of resource pressures and capacity 
issues. Wider issues for consideration include WKHUHDVRQVIRU\RXQJSHRSOH¶V
negative perceptions of the police, what it is that police can bring to an incident that 
differs from what can be provided by residential staff, and within that, the limitations 
of the police role.  
The tension between not criminalising children, but supporting their developing 
sense of responsibility and understanding of consequences, and ultimately how such 
behaviours will be dealt with in adulthood, was tangible throughout the interviews. 
Unfortunately, it would appear this is a persistent tension, faced not just by 
residential workers but by all professionals in this field. Discussing and reflecting on 
the role of the Hearing System, the difficulties experienced by young people in 
transitioning to the adult court system and crucially the subsequent impact on young 
SHRSOH¶VRXWFRPHVLVLPSRUWDQW/LNHZLVHHQVXULQJDOOVWDIIDUHDEOHWRSURYLGH\RXQJ
people with clear accurate information on the impact of offences dealt with via the 
&KLOGUHQ¶V+HDULQJV6\VWHPas well as the courts is key.  
The lack of available data on offending by looked after children in Scotland is 
concerning, and this piece of research has further highlighted the challenge. It would 
be valuable for policy makers and practitioners if police are able to ensure they 
identify looked after children, and include this information in their records. Residential 
care staff and social workers should similarly undertake clear recording, including 
capturing specific details of any charges or convictions. Triangulation of such data, 
monitoring locally on a multi-disciplinary basis, and aggregation at a national level is 
imperative to gain an accurate picture and identify trends. The role of agencies such 
as the Care Inspectorate in respect of this should also be explored further. Linking 
local and national data with further research that examines the complexities faced by 
residential staff, as this small-scale study has sought to do, would be beneficial. 
Such a combined approach is essential to gain fuller understanding of the reality of 
residential child care practice. Without this, we cannot know the impact on our most 
vulnerable children, or understand to what extent criminalisation really is the last 
resort.  
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Recommendations  
From the evidence presented a number of recommendations are apparent. These 
recommendations have been shaped by the feedback received on this paper by 
research participants, peer reviewers, practitioners at the SIRCC Conference, and 
&<&-¶V([HFXWLYH*RYHUQDQFH*URXS.  
x Police involvement should remain the option of last resort by residential child 
care workers in responding to offending, and charging should only take place 
where there is no alternative option; 
x In acknowledging the complexity, dilemmas, and tensions inherent in 
responding to offending behaviour, decision making should be situated within 
a positive, shared, supportive, and respectful organisational culture and ethos; 
x A wide range of formal and informal, managerial and colleague supports 
should be made available to residential workers; 
x Investment in, and the prioritisation of, staff training; professional 
development; and high quality induction should continue;  
x Methods to build relationships, both between police and residential staff and 
with young people should be prioritised; 
x Discussing and reflecWLQJRQWKHUROHRIWKH&KLOGUHQ¶V+HDULQJV System, the 
difficulties experienced by young people in transitioning to the adult court 
system and crucially the impact for younJSHRSOH¶VRXWFRPHVLVLPSRUWDQW 
x Staff should provide young people with clear, accurate information on the 
LPSDFWRIRIIHQFHVGHDOWZLWKYLDWKH&KLOGUHQ¶V+HDULQJV6\VWHPDVZHOODV
the courts; 
x Bail support to young people should be explored to ensure everything 
possible is being done to support young people on bail to comply with their 
bail conditions;  
x Multi-agency data gathering and monitoring on a local and national basis is 
essential and should be supplemented by further research that examines the 
complexities faced by residential staff.  
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Appendix  
 
&KLOGUHQ¶VKRXVH:RUNHU,QWHUYLHZ 
Job Title 
 
 
&KLOGUHQ¶VKRXVH1DPH 
 
 
Local Authority 
 
 
No. of years employed at WKLVFKLOGUHQ¶V
house 
 
 
No. of years employed in this field 
 
 
 
1. Is there a policy/protocol on how offending behaviour should be viewed and dealt with in the 
FKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVH"  
2. Is there a clear protocol for involving the police? 
- When are the police involved e.g. who calls them, in what circumstances, what happens 
afterwards?; how were policies developed/were staff involved;  
3. What is included in staff training and induction in respect of responding to offending 
behaviour?  
-Are these policies/protocols included; are staff trained in different laws; is there training on 
when the police should be involved?  
4. What is the ethos/philosophy of your unit? How does the policy on offending behaviour fit 
with this?  
5. Do you know when police expect to be involved in a situation and when it is appropriate to 
use them as a resource? 
6. What relationship do you and the staff have with local police? 
-'RWKH\XQGHUVWDQGWKHHWKRVRUPLVVLRQRIWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VKRXVH"$UHWKHUHPHFKDQLVPVLQ
place to build greater relationships between care staff and local police? In your view does this 
relationship impact on their reaction to the young people. What is the impact of this for young 
people?  
7. Do young people know when the police will be involved? Do young people know what 
happens when they are charged? 
-Is this something discussed with young people by staff, if so, when, under what 
circumstances? 
8. Are there other sanctions that care staff can use? Please describe them. 
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9. Are there techniques designed to defuse situations in order to limit the number of police 
attendances? (e.g.  de-escalation;  restorative justice;  debriefing;  positive environment and 
activities;  behaviour management plans) 
10. Are the staff always consistent in their responses to offending behaviour?  
- For instance do staff responses vary over time or from young person to young person or 
context to context.  
11. Are staff supported and empowered by managers to make decisions in responding to 
offending? If so how is this achieved?  
12. Are there other factors that influence staff members decision making when faced with 
offending behaviour?  
-Are there any dilemmas faced in responding to offending in residential child care? If so what 
are they?  
Also do you consider issues such as rights and responsibilities; place of safety vs 
criminalisation; corporate parenting responsibilities and how behaviours would be addressed 
in a non-residential environment  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
